You know that one establishing shot that’s in pretty much every spy movie 
and TV show that’s subtitled “CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia”? And 
then the camera moves through the marble lobby with the wall of stars and 
the floor with the agency’s seal? Well, Langley is the site’s historical name, 
which the agency prefers Hollywood to use; CIA HQ is officially in McLean, 
Virginia; and nobody really comes through that lobby except VIPs or 
outsiders on a tour. 

That building is the OHB, the Old Headquarters Building. The building 
where almost everybody who works at the CIA enters is far less ready for its 
close-up: the NHB, the New Headquarters Building. My first day was one of 
the very few I spent there in daylight. That said, I spent most of the day 
underground—in a grimy, cinder-block-walled room with all the charm of a 
nuclear fallout shelter and the acrid smell of government bleach. 


This, to my thinking, actually represented the great nexus of the 
Intelligence Community and the tech industry: both are entrenched and 
unelected powers that pride themselves on maintaining absolute secrecy 
about their developments. Both believe that they have the solutions for 
everything, which they never hesitate to unilaterally impose. Above all, they 
both believe that these solutions are inherently apolitical, because they’re 
based on data, whose prerogatives are regarded as preferable to the chaotic 
whims of the common citizen. 

Being indoctrinated into the IC, like becoming expert at technology, has 
powerful psychological effects. All of a sudden you have access to the story 
behind the story, the hidden histories of well-known, or supposedly well- 
known, events. That can be intoxicating, at least for a teetotaler like me. Also, 
all of a sudden you have not just the license but the obligation to lie, conceal, 
dissemble, and dissimulate. This creates a sense of tribalism, which can lead 
many to believe that their primary allegiance is to the institution and not to 
the rule of law. 

I wasn’t thinking any of these thoughts at my Indoc session, of course. 
Instead, I was just trying to keep myself awake as the presenters proceeded to 
instruct us on basic operational security practices, part of the wider body of 
spy techniques the IC collectively describes as “tradecraft.” These are often 
so obvious as to be mind-numbing: Don’t tell anyone who you work for. 
Don’t leave sensitive materials unattended. Don’t bring your highly insecure 
cell phone into the highly secure office—or talk on it about work, ever. Don’t 
wear your “Hi, I work for the CIA” badge to the mall. 

Finally, the litany ended, the lights came down, the PowerPoint was fired 
up, and faces appeared on the screen that was bolted to the wall. Everyone in 


